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How Large Is the Doctoral Student Size in the United States?
The Measurement Model and its Application

WANG Chuanyi, YANG Jiale, LLI Yiming

(Institute of Education, Tsinghua University, Beijing 100084)

Abstract: At present, most researches on the size of postgraduate education in a country are mainly based on the number of the
degrees conferred, yet this index does not show such important factors as study duration, admission rate, and dropout rate
during the cultivation process. So far the US National Center for Education Statistics only provides the number of Ph.D. degrees
conferred but the population of doctoral students, which seriously restricts the comparative research based on per-student
indicators. Based on the consideration of the completion rate and dropout rate of the doctoral students in the United States, the
authors construct a model to measure the doctoral student population at universities. According to the calculation by this
model, the nominal doctoral students in the United States from the year 2015 to 2016 were 480,000, with an actual doctoral
student population of 370,000, exceeding significantly the doctoral student population of 320,000 at universities in China the
same year. While maintaining the largest size of the doctoral student population in the world, the per-student R&.D fund in the
United States also ranks at the forefront in the world, nearly equal to that in Germany that has about one-fourth of the doctoral
students in the United States. In the United States, the scale expansion of Ph.D. degree conferring mainly goes to academic
categories, while the number of professional Ph.D. degree conferred basically remains stable in a certain range.

Keywords: doctoral student size; measurement model; per-student R&.D fund; the United States



